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Korzan knelt and examined the footprints and
the broken plant stems. The interiors of the broken stems were
still green and slightly damp. The rich, dark soil that had been
churned up by the sandals’ treads had only just begun to dry.

He looked up into the wild, tangled depths of
the jungle ahead of him, his gaze scanning every shadow. He was
close. The three surviving bandits couldn’t be more than half an
hour ahead of him.

As he stood up, a sharp pain in his thigh
made him stagger. He looked down at the strip of cloth tied through
his leg. The cloth had once been dark blue, but now it was stained
rusty-red from the wound that K’Turu, the bandit chief, had given
him. The wound didn’t appear to have reopened again, but it was
still making him slow and weak. It needed to be treated by a
healer. And it would be. But not yet. Not until he had taken care
of the bandits. Sword gripped tight in his bloodied fist, he limped
on into the jungle’s depths.

The three bandits were all that remained of a
gang of six who had been terrorizing villages and travelers from a
camp hidden in the jungle on the edge of the Muwatai’s territory.
After a long search, Korzan had found and attacked the camp, and
the brutal battle that ensued had left half the bandits dead. It
also destroyed Korzan’s ox-hide shield and left him badly injured.
While Korzan dusted his wounds with the last of his soothing mogé
powder and crudely bandaged them with strips torn from a dead
bandit’s cloak, K’Turu and his remaining two men had fled south
into the jungle.

Korzan had been tracking them for three days
now. It wasn’t difficult. Like most bandits, they worked through
force and intimidation, not stealth, and they knew nothing of
woodcraft. They left behind an obvious trail of footprints, broken
branches, discarded trash, and burnt-out campfires. But they were
moving fast, tearing recklessly through the brush the same way they
hewed through their victims and squandered their ill-gotten loot.
The bandits were frightened of the ranger and desperate to escape
his wrath.

And given the extent of Korzan’s injuries and
the way they were slowing him down, the bandits might have had a
chance of evading him, at least at first. But Korzan’s pursuit had
been relentless, and the bandits were slowing down now, too. The
chase was wearing them out, and the jungle had been getting denser
and harder to penetrate.

In their desperation to escape, the bandits
had fled deep into the jungle’s wild heart, deeper than Korzan had
ever been before. They had passed straight through the territory of
the troublesome Brung tribe and had entered a lushly overgrown
region that had an evil reputation. Even the Brung avoided it. Old
legends claimed that this was the home of terrible monsters as tall
as the trees. The few people known to have entered this area had
never been seen again.

Korzan came to an extremely dense stretch of
high bushes and tangled vines. It was as if the plants had grown
together to try to form a wall. The bandits’ trail led straight
into it. Korzan had no choice but to follow.

He plunged into the tangle, shouldering
through the bushes and branches and interwoven networks of vines,
at times having to cleave his way through with his sword. Green
darkness engulfed him, and the noises of the jungle’s wildlife
dwindled to a murmur. The rustles of his movements and his ragged
breaths and the snap of his sword cleaving the brush echoed sharply
back at him from the mass of verdure that pressed in on every side
like grasping green fingers. The air became filled with the odor of
the leaves he was trampling underfoot and the sweet aroma of the
sap oozing from the ends of sundered vines. His blade’s keen edge
grew clotted with pulped bits of plants. The muscles in his sword
arm began to ache. He started to despair that this strange barrier
had no end.
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